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Ellis Fuller Lawrence ranks among America's most 
influential architects. He designed over 450 buildings 
in the Pacific Northwest and was founder and Dean 
of the School of Architecture and Allied Arts at the 
University of Oregon from 1914 until his death in 
1946.1  Lawrence's school played a major role in 
developing an acceptable alternative to the Beaux-
Arts system of architectural education.' Unlike the 
Beaux-Arts system which achieved its results 
through select Fine Arts methods and strict competi-
tion, the Oregon model developed a cooperative in-
terdisciplinary program which encouraged interac-
tion among artists of all types: "architects, land-
scapers, interior designers, painters, sculptors, et-
chers, ceramicists, weavers, jewelry makers."3  
Oregon consequently produced highly creative 
graduates who became well-known for finely crafted 
and ornamented buildings. In the 1930s contem-
poraries such as Frank Lloyd Wright and the New 
York architect C. Grant LaFarge considered 
Lawrence's school to be the best in the country, and 
Oregon has been a leader in design education ever 
since.4  Although Lawrence's energies were for years  

focussed in the West, his inspiration derived primari-
ly from the East. Major parts of Lawrence's design 
theory can be traced to New England, where the ar-
chitect was first trained in Massachusetts and Maine. 

Following a childhood spent in Malden, 
Massachusetts and four years at Phillips Andover 
Academy, Lawrence entered the architecture pro-
gram of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
in 1897.5  At M.I.T., Lawrence received five years 
training in the principles and practice of architecture, 
primarily under the eminent French professor Con-
stant Desire Despradelle.6  Lawrence remarked about 
his mentor that, "This man taught me many things, 
truths about the elements of designs and the spirit 
of architecture, and I owe him much for these...He 
taught me to drink deeply of the joy of the work, 
and how the spirit of play can enter in."7  

The strength of Lawrence's MIT education was 
later made evident in the clarity of the Beaux-Arts 
campus plans he produced for Whitman College in 
Washington and the University of Oregon. 
Despradelle also encouraged his students to explore 
vertical arrangements of building components; this 
philosophy later resulted in the vertical window 
groupings in many of Lawrence's buildings. After 
receiving his B.S. degree in 1901 and his M.S. degree 
in 1902, Lawrence went to work for Stephen Cod-
man, a Boston architect who was associated with 
Despradelle.8  One account notes that Codman and 
Despradelle were responsible for sending Lawrence 
to Portland, Maine, an event which dramatically 
changed the course of the architect's career. 

Five developments unfolded in Portland between 
1902 and 1905. Ellis Lawrence began working for 
John Calvin Stevens, Maine's leading architect, 
whom Lawrence affectionately called "The Boss." 
He also met Charles F. Kimball, a landscape painter, 
who was known locally as "The Master." In 
Portland, Lawrence designed his first major in-
dependent work, a competitive design for the 
Cumberland County Court House, and it was "A 
church project in Portland (that) sent him to Europe 
for special research and study. "1° In Portland, 
Lawrence also met Alice Louise Millett, whom he 
courted and wed in 1905. 

The first of these events significantly affected 
Lawrence's methods of architectural design and his 
theories of architectural education. John Calvin 



Figure 1. Project for Cumberland County Court House, Portland, 1904 (MHPC). 

Stevens influenced Lawrence's career in at least 
three distinct ways. He introduced the young M.I.T. 
graduate to such specific architectural motifs as the 
Colonial Revival, Shingle, and double-gabled 
"English" styles which Lawrence later used in the 
design of many of his own rural domestic buildings 
in the Northwest.11  Stevens also assisted his former 
employee in securing positions as planner, founder 
and Dean of architectural studies at the University 
of Oregon." Finally, Stevens provided the 
humanitarian role model which Lawrence copied to 
establish the social basis of the new architectural 
system. As Lawrence concluded in 1913: 

Rare, indeed was the fellowship between that 
"Boss" and his men. Never have I seen since in the 
various offices in which I have worked, the same 
degree of loyalty and faithfulness, the spirit of co-
operation, as I found in that office...I cherish more 
in my experience in the office of "The Boss" the 
something he inspired in me which has made me 
desire above most other things in my professional 
career the same devotion and loyalty and co- 
operation from my men as he received from his.13  

Ellis Lawrence repaid his "Boss" in part by adver-
tising the Maine architect's work in Oregon in the 
first exhibit of the Portland Architectural Club in 
1908.14  Later, Lawrence wrote the definitive article 
about Stevens' design methods, which was publish-
ed in Architecture in July, 1932.15  

Lawrence stated that "three rare men who have 
influenced my point of view materially and to whom 
I feel greatly indebted... (are)...Despradelle, John 
Calvin Stevens and Kimball of Portland, Me."16  
Lawrence met the latter individual on an artistic 
outing in Maine arranged by Stevens' office group. 

The M.I.T. graduate later summarized: "(Kimball) 
taught me the story of a man who cared more for 
his art then he did for money. He taught me to look 
upon the architect as a menace who allows the com-
mercial spirit to dominate his work."'" Working 
closely with the "Master" painter, Lawrence ex-
perimented with his own presentation media and 
became familiar with the concept that architecture 
is supported by a number of related arts. 

Ellis Lawrence's Cumberland County Court House 
project was a significant work for diverse reasons 
(Figure 1). First, it was indicative of Lawrence's high 
standing in the Maine architectural community that 
he was invited to compete directly against some of 
the state's most established architects. His own 
"Boss" Stevens, Francis H. and Edward F. Fassett, 
Frederick Tompson, and George Burnham were 
among the others who submitted proposals in 1904.18  
According to one source, only "Eight architects 
received invitations to submit proposals and were 
given only three weeks to complete their work" in 
this competition.19  Lawrence's rendering is especially 
important because the courthouse was his first pro-
fessional project, the first building he designed on 
his own after graduating from M.I.T.2° It clearly por-
trays the quality of his design thinking at this time. 
One not.?.s the strong influence of both Kimball and 
Despradelle, especially Kimball in the landscape em-
phasis of the image in which trees overpower a 
building which is further dematerialized by an im-
pressionistic treatment. Despradelle's authority is 
present in the strong verticality of the central mass 
of this Renaissance Revival design.21  The rusticated 
base and planar facade on the building's major 



stories expressed the grandeur and proportions of 
an Italian palazzo, while the tower profile resembles 
Renaissance portions of Michelozzo's Portanari 
Chapel in Milan.22  Although the Cumberland Coun-
ty Court House was not given this dramatic form 
as built, Lawrence continued to be inspired by 
similar compositions. The Court House was the 
earliest of a large class' of formal buildings Lawrence 
designed that were bilaterally symmetric, tripartite 
in elevation, and arranged with a dominant center 
and subordinate sides. Lawrence enlivened a stan-
dard Beaux-Arts composition with highly expressive 
and engaging detail. On the West Coast, his Elsinore 
Theater in Salem, Oregon of 1926 and Tillamook 
County Court House of 1932 are but two of the direct 
descendents of his Portland design.23  

Following his Cumberland County Court House 
proposal, Lawrence assisted Stephen Codman of 
Boston in designing the Emmanuel Chapel for the 
Episcopal Cathedral of Saint Luke in Portland (Figure 
2). This chapel is a rear addition to a basilica plan 
church that was built in the Gothic style. It achieves 
a tremendous sense of spiritual transcendence by in-
corporating physical forms derived from the Pan-
theon in Rome and select Gothic cathedrals in 
France, a remarkable synthesis which was suggested 
in part by the spatial limitations of the site and the 
style of the original church. Like the Pantheon, Em-
manuel Chapel has a toplighted oculus, a spherically 
bounded ceiling with a repetitive geometric pattern, 
and a stone mosaic floor. It is octagonal in plan, and, 
like a Gothic cathedral, is richly decorated with such 
medieval Christian motifs as a madonna and child 
painting by John LaFarge, Gothic ribbed arch 
vaulting, and panels and angels carved from 
mahogany. The immediate success of the chapel's 
design is supported by ample testimony. As one of 
its first observers remarked: "All through the Chapel 
there is that idea of reaching upwards, as if draw-
ing heart and mind and soul to Heaven..."24 

Just as it drew from several precedents, Emmanuel 
Chapel was also a collaborative effort. The Episcopal 
Bishop of Maine, the Right Reverend Robert Cod-
man, D.D., was the client. His brother Stephen Cod-
man was the architect. Ellis Lawrence was the ar-
chitect's assistant, supported by Stephen Codman 
to research Gothic cathedrals in France for five 
months in 1905. Lawrence resided on the Rue de 
Seine in Paris with Raymond Hood, another of 
Despradelle's students, who later "directly designed 
or indirectly catelyzed New York's greatest build-
ings" according to Norval White.25  Lawrence became 
mesmerized by "the discovery of my first Cathedral-
Amiens"26  and sent back drawings of others at 
Beauvais, Chartres, and Mont St. Michel.27  Work-
ing on Saint Luke's was a remarkable experience for 
Ellis Lawrence. It allowed him direct input into the 
design of one of Maine's finest church buildings. It 
also gave him the beginning of a grand tour of 
Europe which enriched the quality of his architec-
tural practice ever after. 

Lawrence was greatly influenced by his contact 
with French Gothic architecture. His later West Coast 
work included much experimentation in Gothic 
ranging from cathedral-like structures such as 
Westminister Presbyterian Church in Portland, 
Oregon of 1911-12 to Gothic "cruck" churches like 
Augustana Lutheran Church of 1939 to rectangular, 
non-ecclesiastic buildings that were externally or-
namented in Gothic style like the Art Museum at 
the University of Oregon of 1930. While he was in 
France, Lawrence also toured the Loire Valley, Fon-
tainebleau, Coutances, old houses in Rouen, and 
other sites. This exposure also helped him later to 
design a number of American buildings interpreting 
the French Second Empire Style. 

Lawrence concluded his French studies for St. 
Luke's Cathedral by November, 1905. He then 
travelled to Chester, England, where he wed his 
fiancee, Alice Louise Millett. Clearly, Lawrence con-
tinued to observe architectural details at this time. 
Regional construction characteristics of Chesire 
County include the use of black and white and small 
decorative panels in the timber frame.28  Panels with 
quatrefoils and cusped, concave-sided lozenges pre-
sent a decorative image both in historic Cheshire 
County and in the United States, where Lawrence 
employed aspects of this style in such commissions 
as Sigma Alpha Epsilon Fraternity in Eugene, 
Oregon. 

As a married couple, the Lawrences travelled 
across Europe and visited Italy, where the architect 
continued his study of classical and Renaissance sub-
jects. The Albina Branch Library of Portland, 
Oregon, and Gerlinger Hall and the Library at the 
University of Oregon are but a few buildings that 
reflect Lawrence's interest in Brunelleschi's work 
and the regional styles of the Lombard provinces of 
northern Italy. Finally, having been exposed to 
Gothic, French, English and Italian precedents, and 
having proved himself to be a capable associate for 
both Codman and Despradelle, Ellis's Grand Tour 
of Europe concluded in the winter of 1905-06. New 
plans were made between Codman, Despradelle, 
and Lawrence to put Lawrence in charge of a Califor-
nia office for the Boston firm.29  

The Lawrences' destination was San Francisco, 
and they had arrived as far as Portland, Oregon by 
March, 1906.3° Lawrence recollected that he "liked 
this city and was still resting there when the earth-
quake and fire struck the city by the Golden Gate."31  
Following the devastating San Francisco Earthquake 
and Fire of 1906, the Lawrences chose to remain in 
Portland, Oregon. They first boarded at the 
Gladstone Hotel, and he worked as a draftsman for 
the architect Edgar M. Lazarus.32  Later in 1906 
Lawrence was accepted as a partner in an architec-
tural and engineering firm with his former M.I.T. 
classmate Ernest B. MacNaughton.33  Lawrence was 
chief architectural designer for MacNaughton, Ray-
mond and Lawrence. One of their earliest projects 
was the substantial Ellis Lawrence Residence, built 
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Figure 2. Emmanuel Chapel, Cathedral of St. Luke, Portland, Stephen Codman, architect, 1908 view (Courtesy 
of Maine Historical Society). 



at 453 N.E. 21st Street about 1906. The firm was 
employed to do a significant amount of residential, 
commercial, industrial, educational, and institutional 
work.34  

Ellis Lawrence placed himself in charge of the ef-
fort to start a Portland Architectural Club, and in the 
process became familiar with some of the best ar-
chitects in the Northwest, including the young draft-
sman Louis Conrad Rosenberg, whom Lawrence 
hired as an employee in 1908.35  Feeling limitations 
at MacNaughton, Raymond and Lawrence, 
Lawrence and Rosenburg left the parent firm in 
1909.36  By this time Lawrence had already establish-
ed himself as one of the most active and talented 
designers in the region. 

Lawrence was stylistically fluent and progressive, 
working within the context of many architectural 
traditions. Modelling himself in part after his own 
mentors Despradelle, Stevens and Kimball, 
Lawrence became leader to a large group of 
followers. He was instrumental in forming the 
Oregon Chapter of the American Institute of Ar-
chitects, the Oregon Building Congress, the Portland 
Builder's Exchange, and he served as President of 
the Association of Inter-Collegiate Schools of Ar-
chitecture.37  His firm continued in Portland under 
the names of Ellis F. Lawrence, Lawrence and 
Holford, Lawrence, Holford, Allyn and Bean, and 
Lawrence, Tucker and Wallmann.38  His protege 
Rosenberg similarly became trained at M.I.T. and 
in Europe, and then returned to Oregon to assist 
Lawrence in his most influential project, the forma-
tion of the new architecture school at the Universi-
ty of Oregon.39  Through his system of "uninhibited 
friendliness" and with the input of other theorists 
such as Walter R.B. Willcox of Seattle, Lawrence 
established a new architectural system, which soon 
became adopted by other schools, beginning with 
Columbia, Harvard, and M.I.T.4° 

William Emerson stated in his 1946 biography that 
Ellis Fuller Lawrence was "doubly tied" to New 
England, through his early work experience and his 
wife, both from Maine.41  In actuality, it appears that 
Lawrence's connections to the East were far stronger 
than this. Role models for his educational 
philosophy, contacts for his University of Oregon 
positions, and three strong influences — Kimball, 
Stevens and Despradelle — all came from New 
England. Precedents for virtually all his work -
Beaux-Arts, Shingle Style, Colonial Revival, English, 
Gothic, French and Italian — were derived from his 
New England experience or through his European 
education, which in turn was initiated because 
studies were needed for a cathedral chapel in 
Portland, Maine. Thus Massachusetts and Maine 
fundamentally influenced many of Lawrence's ac-
complishments, including the forms and stylistic 
motifs of a great number of his buildings and the 
underlying structure of his educational curriculum. 

The first of these changed the face of the Pacific Nor-
thwest; the second changed national perceptions 
concerning the essence of architectural education. 

John V. Goff 
March, 1987 
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Project for Cumberland County Court House, 
Portland, 1904, Not executed. 

Photograph of Ellis F. Lawrence 

Courtesy of M.I.T. Museum 
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